The Tactical Decision Game (TDG):

An Invaluable Training Tool for Developing Junior Leaders

by Captain James D. Gonsalves, USMC

“Tactics: The art of leading troops in to practice decision-making. Instructors This article is about the TDG as a
combat.” - Von der Goltz also used TDGs to maximize training training tool; specifically a tool to
time, both in the field and in garrison, teachandpracticetactical thinking and
: because the 15-minute TDG makes andecision-making. Unfortunately, it is an
Introduction to the TDG excellent hip-pocket class. By the time under-used training tool in today’s ar-

Used in the Marine Corps to teach a lieutenant graduated from TBS six mored force. This article will discuss
tactical thinking and decision-making, months later, he was a veteran of hun-why the armored force should start us-
the tactical decision game (TDG) has dreds of TDGs in addition to learning ing TDGs and will examine how to in-
evolved over the last few years as onethe basic techniques and procedures retegrate TDGs into combat training. |
of the most effective and efficient train- quired of an infantry rifle platoon com- think after playing just one game, most
ing tools in the Marine Corps’ inven- mander. The Marine Corps’ Infantry will see the TDG as a valuable and vi-
tory. This is a training tool that the ar- Officer Course also uses TDGs able addition to how we develop our
mored force should also start using tothroughout its 11-week course, with junior leaders. Finally, this article will
train its junior leaders, namely non- students averaging at least one TDGpropose a plan for how the Army can
commissioned officers (NCOs) through per training day. quickly and easily implement TDGs in
company grade officers. As a tactics in-
structor at The Basic School (TBS) for
three years, | saw first-hand how valu-
able TDGs could be in developing de-
cision-making skills in second lieuten-
ants.

In addition to field problems, sand ta-
ble exercises, and terrain walks, TDGs
were an integral part of teaching lieu-
tenants “how to think.” Instructors be-
gan most lectures in garrison with a
TDG to stimulate discussion of tactics
and techniques and, more importantly

Situation: You are CO TM A, TF 1-10 AR.
The TF is occupying hasty defensive posi-
tion in preparation for a morning attack to
the South. They are approximately 5 km to
the north. You and a TF scout section are
the screening force for the TF. You have
two tank platoons and one mech platoon.
Currently you have halted your company
north of Knox. TF scouts are ahead of you
conducting a route recon south along RT
166. Your mission is to provide early warn-
ing to the TF. You have permission to en-
gage the enemy but are not to become deci-
sively engaged. The enemy, which has the
ability to mass up to company-size units of
T-62s and BMP-1s, is not expected to at-
tack. You have priority of mortars and FA.
As you survey the terrain to your front, you
watch the scouts cross South Bridge and
head south along RT 166. Suddenly you
hear MG and tank main gun firing west of
the bridge. You try to contact the scouts but .
receive no answer. What is your plan? Figure 1
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training its junior leaders for the chal- The sketchallows the players to depict healthy and encouraged, for this was
lenges of the 21st Century. their graphics and present their plan towhere most of the learning took place.

P - s the group. Theequirements usually a - .
Tactical decision games are to field _ ~ ; . Groups can play TDGs in a seminar
training as stretching is to tough P¥.” written frag order to subordinate unit or force-on-force format. In the semi-

leaders. Theime limitis normally less .
« : . ; P nar format, players should draw their
TDGs have captured the imagina- than ten minutes and is vital to the sketch on a VGT so they can present

tion of Marines who see their potential game since it provides the friction and
: : ; their plan to the group on an overhead.
for freeing tactics from the dead hand pressure necessary to simulate combat. Players should write their plan and

i 3
of the laundry list. At TBS, we gave TDGs to lieutenants brief their plan as a frag order, to prac-
: after long hikes, after PT, after written tice communication skills and order-
What is a TDG? fter long hik fter PT, aft tten t t kill d ord
’ tests, etc., anything to drive home thewriting under pressure. The moderator
efore discussing why armor units fact that in combat they will need to can ask questions such as: at were
Bef d g why ts fact that bat they will d t k quest h What
should conduc raining on a think and perform ours a day. Dur- your priorities? at reports wou
hould duct TDG t think and perf 24 h day. D ties? What t Id
regular basis, we need to define theing the TDG, we played loud music, you send to higher? What assumptions
. The is a tactical problem banged on trash cans (artillery), did you make and why~ at abou
TDG. The TDG tactical bl b d trash till did k d why? What about
consisting of a short written scenario, a splashed water (rain), etc., anything to fire support? What was your intent?
sketch, a requirement, and a time limit. simulate the friction of combat. Once ; :
The written scenariotells the players the time limit was up, the lieutenants sté?tgv\l/t/ri]thplggt?gr]w% %?1 ?ﬁtgﬁé-ggﬁg %r:]%
who they are, what they have for as- presented their solutions to the group,  oues backwards. a TDG étarts with
sets, defines their mission, and presentander the direction of a controller or the decision and works backwafds
some type of enemy situation. The en-moderator. The moderator guided the.l.his oceurs through a detailed analvsis
emy situation is usually vague and in- critique by keeping the discussion fo- of the decisionaftegr the game is oveyr
complete, forcing the players to make cused orwhy the lieutenants made spe- Althouah the focus is n%rmall on the
assumptions. The written scenario is cific assumptions and decisions. Heated Iannir? rocess used to ach?leve a de-
usually no more than a few paragraphs.debates among the players Weregision ‘?’[?Gs force a decision up front

The group then thoroughly analyzes the
decision during a detailed critique. This
recognitional or intuitive approach to
decision-making, forced during TDG
training, is just as important as the ana-
lytical approach, especially when mak-
ing tactical, versus technical, decisions.
Since junior leaders will use both ap-
proaches to make decisions in combat,
armor schools and units should teach
and practice both methods. Figures 1
and 2 are examples of TDGs:

Although there are some TDGs in
print> Marine Corps’ schools and units
design most of their own TDGs. De-
signers should tailor the TDGs to the
unit's goals, weaknesses, and training
priorities. Scenarios should be realistic,
challenging, and present some type of
dilemma for the players. The scenarios

Bridge

Situation: You are CO of Company A, TF
1-10 AR. You are the advance guard of the
TF as it attacks north along Rt 66. The TF
is approximately 5 km behind you, moving
north along Rt 66 in a TF column. You have
priority of FA and mortars, and there is one
dismounted scout team in your zone on Hill
90. The rest of the TF scouts are screening
forward and west of the task force. The en-
emy can mass up to battalion-size mech
units, mainly consisting of T-72s and BMP-
2s. As you approach Hill 77, you receive
the following report from the OP on Hill 90:
“Three T-72s and 6 BMPs have crossed
East Bridge and are heading south along Rt
N 0 1 kin \— 2km 87. Also, there is a column of 20 vehicles

moving west to east along Rt 20.” What is
Figure 2 your plan?
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should read like a short story, complete TDG training helps foster this. Imagine generals. It can only be ensured by in-
with changing enemy situations, bad a company commander issuing and cri-stinct, sharpened by thought practicing
intelligence, poor communications, and tiquing a TDG with his lieutenants. In the stroke so often that at the crisis it is
lots of surprises. Designers can basean extremely short period, he will as natural as a reflex®

scenarios on historical examples, com-know how his men think, and they will
bat or NTC experience, or tailor the learn how he think%.This is vital to a
scenario to focus on a specific teachingjunior leader’s understanding of com-
point, such as a principle of war or mander’s intent.

warfighting tenet. A good game forces
the players to consider two levels up,
prioritize, and think combined arms.
Until the armor community develops a
data base or library of TDGs, armor

TDG Training and the Armored Force

How does the armor force integrate
« TDGs make us better communica- TDG training? First and foremost, the
tors. Junior leaders “issue” their solu- Armor School in its courses — AOAC,
tions to the TDG as a frag order. This AOB, and ANCOC — should start us-
practice is invaluable to ensuring clearing them. Instructors should supple-
: ; .~ and concise orders under pressure. Thement their classes with TDGs through-
fﬁg?%lvsvna-?géjg'ts will have to design moderator can then ask questions of theout. TDGs are a great tool to introduce
' other players to see if the orders weretactical concepts, promote discussion of
“Coup d'oeil is the ability to look at clear. tactics, and drive home teaching points.
a military situation and immediately | : .. As we learned at TBS, lectures that in-
see its essence, especially the key en- rST%StSh ni]r?tlfﬁtisgl be;tﬁ(rjtzcr:galiéglrllk tegrate TDGs are more effective be-
emy weakness or weaknesses which, i e make decisionsyboth intuiti\yetl a%ld cause TDGs make the classes more in-
exploited, can lead to a decisioh.” ; Ively teractive and compelling. Finally, by
analytically and TDGs, especially dur- using TDGs, captains, lieutenants, and
ing the critique, force us to practice 9 , cap ' ’

Why conduct TDG training? both. This is important, especially dur- future platoon sergeants will return to

; " : their units armed with a new tool to

. _ing Military Operations Other Than o', ainingtheir subordinates. The

For those on the front line, training War where junior leaders must make pio "™ .2 jershi Development

their units for combat, TDGs can aug- split-second tactical decisions that can Courseys Basic Noncgmmissione%l Offi-

ment existing training techniques. Here have strategic consequences. TDGs aI-Cer Courses. and local NCO academies
are ten reasons why armored unitslow us to put our junior leaders into should also’try TDG training. NCOs
should conduct TDG training on a these difficult situations over and over - "\ C “ihink two levels up, be used

regular basis: again before they have to do it for real. to making decisions under pressure,

» Practice makes perfect. TDGs en- « TDGs make us better tacticians. and be tactically competent across the
able our junior leaders to sharpen theirEvery game forces us to think about combined arms’ spectrum. TDGs will
warfighting skills on a daily basis. Jun- and mentally execute tactitsMost make them better NCOs. Finally, the
ior leaders can hone essential skillstraining at the company level focuses Army Internet Home Page should add
such as battlefield judgment, situational on techniques and procedures. TDGsa TDG site to allow armor leaders to
awareness, and intuitive and analyticalcan help fill this gap concerning the download and post TDGs for training.
decision-making by doing TDGs on a lack of tactics training below the com- “The art of war requi P

. ; quires the intuitive
regular basis. Soldiers should play pany level. ability to grasp the essence of a unigue

TDGs every day in garrison. * TDGs provide an excellent means battlefield situation, the creative ability
» TDGs are efficient. Although not a to mentor and teach subordinate lead-to devise a practical solution, and the

substitute for field exercises or other ers. Company commanders, platoonstrength of purpose to execute the

training techniques, TDGs are inexpen- leaders and NCOs are mentors, andact.”

sive and use few resources, yet theirTDGs provide an outstanding forum to

payoff can be extremely beneficial. discuss and teach tactics. Conclusion

Junior leaders can practice tactical , +hGs allow us and our subordi-

thinking and combined arms at all lev- nates to practice warfighting two levels

els with little expenditure of resources. 3
: up. Tank commanders can fight compa- -
At TBS, second lieutenants played nies, platoon leaders can fight battal- pares to fight. Now, more than ever, we

games requiring them to make deci- ; must arm our NCOs and company
sions from the standpoint of widely dif- :c?nhst, bfilndd cor;rw]parjl_yDéommanders Cangrade officers with effective decision-
fering roles, from TOW platoon leaders 9 gadesina ' making skills that will enable them to
to mechanized-infantry company com- < TDG training makes sense. Tactical make timely decisions despite friction
manders to tank battalion commanders. thinking and decision-making are vital and uncertainty. TDG training is a
. ; - components of successful execution onproven, cost effective, and efficient
on ;- IrDeGgaIe?rr%aififs?gtgglo-gg?mgs;r?g%nthe battlefield. TDG training on a regu- way to make this happen. Only through
and creativity, encourages initiative and lar basis will significantly enhance practice can we improve, and TDGs
action. and makes our junior leaders fa_these essential skills, and thus betterenable us to practice warfighting every
miliar with making tough decisions un- prepare our junior leaders for the rigors day. Do not, however, take this author’s
der pressure of combat decision-making. It just word for it. Design a TDG; play it with
' makes sense for the armored force toyour subordinates; then make your own
e TDGs improve implicit communi- start integrating them into training. judgment on the effectiveness of this
cation skills. TDGs teach leaders how training tool. Patton summed it up best
their subordinates think and allow lead- “Nine-tenths of tactics are certain when he stated: “A good plan violently
ers to teach their subordinates how theyand taught in books: but the irrational executednow is better than a perfect
think. Implicit communication is essen- tenth is like the kingfisher flashing plan next week® TDG training rein-
tial to success on the battlefield, and across the pool and that is the test of forces this mentality in our junior lead-

TDG training should become an inte-
gral part of how the armor force pre-
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For TDG Solutions,
turn to Page 42.

ers better than any other training tool.
It is time for the armor force to “vio-

lently execute now” some TDG train-
ing as it prepares its junior leaders for
the rigors of combat in the 21st Cen-

tury.
Notes

IFMFM1-3, Tactics (Washington: U.S. Ma-
rine Corps, 1991), p. 4.

2Major Kukuck, AOAC Intructor.

3Gudmundsson, Bruce, “A Short History of
TDGs,” The Marine Corps Gazett@pril 1992,
p. 65.

“From conversation with COL M. Wyly,
USMC (Ret.) on 27 Jun 96.

5Mastering Tacticspublished by the Marine
Corps’ Association andhe Marine Corps Ga-
zette’'smonthly TDG are great places to start.

6Major John Schmitt’s article, “Designing
Good TDGs,” published in the May 1996 issue
of The Marine Corps Gazettis an excellent
guide for unit leaders to use.

"EMFM1-3, p. 87.

8From conversation with COL Wyly.

%Ibid.

101 E. Lawrence, “The Science of Guerrilla
Warfare,” Encyclopedia Britainnica,13th edi-
tion (New York: Encyclopedia Britannica,
1926) intro.

TEMEML-1, Warfighting (Washington: U.S.
Marine Corps, 1989), p. 15.

12George S. Patton, JrWar as | Knew It
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1947), p. 354.

Captain James D. Gon-
salves was commissioned
from the U.S. Naval Academy
in 1989. He served as a tank
platoon  commander, AT
(TOW) company XO, scout
platoon commander, and
H&S Company XO with the
3d Tank Battalion, 1st Marine
Division, in 29 Palms, Calif.
He then served as a tactics
instructor at The Basic School
in Quantico, Va. Upon gradu-
ation from AOAC and CLC,
he reported to the 2d Marine
Division.

38

ARMOR — May-June 1997



